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On Tuesday, November 7, you will have the opportunity 
to vote to express your opinion on changing the structure of 
the Boston School Committee. You may vote “yes” or “no” 
to this question: Should the School Committee be smaller 
and appointed by the Mayor? 


The Citywide Educational Coalition (CWEC) has prepared 
this leaflet to help you make an informed choice on Election Day. 


Is governance important? 


Historically school boards have provided communities with 
grass roots leadership for elementary and secondary educa- 
tion. The local school board is the primary way through 
which the community expresses its views on education. Most 
studies confirm a universal belief that school boards are im- 
portant — that they play a critical public role in our society. 
However, there is little agreement on what their role, power 
and responsibility should be. There is also widespread 
criticism of the effectiveness of urban school boards. 


Some say that governance is an important issue because: 


1. Effective school boards can provide a coherent vision and 
leadership for schools as a policy making body. 

2. Educational improvement can only happen when a city’s 
educational, political, business and civic leaders act in con- 
cert to resolve the crisis facing public education in most 
urban cities. But as long as a city’s school board appears 
to be part of the problem, achieving educational im- 
provements is difficult. The history of the Boston School 
Committee shows that this has been true on many occa- 
sions in the last two decades. ; 


Others maintain that the issue of governance is a 
diversion because: 


1. The important issues — student achievement, teacher ef- 
fectiveness, and parent involvement — are ignored. The 
major concerns of urban school systems should be high 
dropout rates, poor learning environments and inadequate 
curriculum development. The focus should be on the 
classroom, and how to distribute power to teachers and 
parents so they become the primary players in school 
matters. 

2. The structure of a school board — whether elected or ap- 


pointed — is not related to its effectiveness. Both types of 
boards can be effective or ineffective. For instance, in 1969 
the mayoral appointed school board of New York City 
was disbanded because it managed schools arbitrarily and 
prejudicially and excluded parents from the decision mak- 
ing process. 


What do critics say about the present 
structure? 


Whether or not the issue of governance is really central to 
the larger issue of school reform, there is extensive criticism 
of the current School Committee. Major criticisms are that it: 


1. Frequently pulls in different directions. It reacts to in- 
itiatives coming from the Superintendent and the BPS 
bureaucracy, rather than providing policy leadership or a 
coherent vision for public education. 

2. Is too large to be effective. Deadlocks around major policy 
issues are Common. 

3. Limits parent participation, in the opinion of many 
parents — especially the participation of groups such as 
parents of special needs or bilingual students. 

4. Does not guarantee a governing body that reflects the 

racial and ethnic diversity of the student body. 

. Is only clearly accountable to the voters. 

. Maintains a large and costly personal staff that spends the 

majority of its time on constituent service and little time 
on policy analysis. 

7. Shares fiscal authority with the Mayor and City Council. 
The city raises revenue and funds the schools, but has no 
say over how the School Committee spends it. The 
School Committee decides how to spend its appropriation, 
but has no responsibility for revenue raising or authority 
over setting its funding level. 
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Changing to an appointed School Committee will not necessari- 
ly alter the way in which education is delivered to children in 
the city. 


How does the Boston School Committee 
compare to boards of other cities? 
The Boston Municipal Research Bureau recently compared the 


structure and operation of 25 large urban school systems and 
found that: 


The average The Boston 


school board School Committee 

e is elected e is elected 

¢ is autonomous of city e has its funding level 
government and exercises set by the City but 
independent budget decides how to spend 
authority, raising its own that money. 
funds through a separate 
school tax. 

¢ has 7 - 9 members ¢ has 13 members 

e has staggered terms of e has concurrent 2-year 
4 years terms 

e has centralized, not e¢ has a per-member 
personal staff personal staff allocation 


of $49,000 as well as a 
secretary and clerk 
® pays its members a $3,222 pays its members a 
stipend $7,500 stipend 


Of the 25 cities in the survey, Boston is unique in that it 
has the only elected school board without independent 
revenue raising authority. In the three cities where the 
school budget is funded by the city — Baltimore, Chicago 
and Philadelphia — the mayor appoints the school board. 


What is happening in Boston to change 
school governance? 


In the past decade, four major initiatives have affected 
school governance: : 


e 1980: With the passage of Prop. 242, Mass. school boards 
lost independent fiscal autonomy (except for Boston, 
which never had it). 

e 1981: District representation became law. As of the 
November 1983 elections, the School Committee changed 
from 5 at-large members to a 13-member board — 4 at- 
large and 9 district representatives. 

¢ 1986: Under Ch. 701, the School Committee lost limited 
fiscal autonomy. 

e 1987: Ch. 613 removed responsibility for day-to-day 
operations of the schools from the School Committee, giv- 
ing it to the Superintendent. 


Most recently, in May 1989 a mayoral appointed panel 
recommended the replacement of the current 13 member 
elected School Committee with an appointed board, smaller, 
more diverse in race, background and expertise, and more 
clearly accountable for getting results. At the same time, 


however, two public opinion polls showed generally un- 
favorable public reaction to a mayoral appointed board, and 
initially the Mayor did not endorse the panel’s recommendation. 


The City Council then appointed another commission to 
look at the issue of governance. In July 1989 this Commis- 
sion recommended two models: 


1. A nine member board which is part elected (5) and part 
appointed by the Mayor (4). 

2. A seven member mayoral appointed board drawn from a 
pool of at least 21 nominees submitted by a nominating 
panel. The Commission report recommends the following 
model for the nominating panel (please note that the ac- 
tual make-up of the panel is not specified in the referen- 
dum question — the Home Rule Petition and legislation 
creating an appointed board and nominating panel will 
not be written until after the November 7 vote): 


“The Nominating panel would be representative of the 
major public education constituencies and would include 
at a minimum: 

a) One representative from each of the three man- 
dated parent’s organizations: The Citywide 
Parents Council, the Special Needs Parent Ad- 
visory Committee, and the Bilingual Master 
Parents’ Advisory Council. 

b) One representative from each of the four Zone 
Planning Councils. 

c) No less than seven additional members who repre- 
sent school constituencies such as higher educa- 
tion, business, labor, educational advocacy 
organizations and community-based organizations. 


“At least two members of the School Board must be 
parents of Boston Public School students and the School 
Board must reflect racial and ethnic diversity, as well as the 
interests of students in programs such as special needs and 
bilingual”. 

The Mayor has endorsed a mayoral appointed school 
board, and pulled together a broad-based group to do grass 
roots community organizing in favor of this option. 


How is restructuring done? 


There are different ways to effect a change in the structure 
of school governance. The route which the City has chosen 
to abolish the existing School Committee and set up another 
structure is a Home Rule Petiton. This requires the support 
of the City Council, signature of the Mayor, support 
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of both houses of the legislature and the signature of the 
Governor. 


As a first step, the City Council has chosen to place a 
non-binding advisory referendum on the November 
ballot in order to gauge public opinion on the issue. 


Referendum option before Boston voters 


Voters in the November 7 city elections will see this 
referendum question on the ballot: 


Should the elected school committee structure be changed 
to a new seven member school board serving four year terms, 
appointed by the Mayor with the approval of the City 
Council from a list of Boston residents selected by a 
nominating panel comprised of community leaders, parents, 
educators, business and labor leaders; provided that within 
eight years after any such change is enacted, voters shall be 
given the opportunity to evaluate the new governance 
structure? 


Remember — a “no” vote can mean that you think 
change is needed, but not the change in the ballot question. 


Pros and cons of a smaller, appointed 
School Committee 


Advantages: 

¢ Reduces the size of the School Committee, possibly mak- 
ing it less unwieldy. 

¢ Resolves the split in fiscal responsibility between the 
Mayor and the School Committee. 

¢ Might lead to closer collaboration between the School 
Department and other municipal agencies. 

¢ Makes the Mayor openly accountable and responsible for 
the performance of the schools, since fiscal authority rests 
completely with the Mayor. 

¢ Through the nominating process, appointments could in- 
clude individuals representing diverse groups and with ex- 
pertise in education and related fields. 


Disadvantages: 

¢ Would result in Boston voters losing their direct say on 
who represents them on the School Committee. 

e Would eliminate the benefit of electoral campaigns which 
can generate grass roots interest and accountability. 

e Would be less independent of the Mayor and City Council. 


¢ Would make the quality and diversity of the appointments 
dependent on the Mayor’s and City Council’s commitment 
to public education. 


What can you do? 


v First, as a Boston voter you can state your preference on the 
school governance issue by voting on the referendum on elec- 
tion day — November 7. Regardless of the outcome of the 
referendum, we need to elect people to serve on the School 
Committee now until some change is made — so be sure to 
vote for the School Committee candidates of your choice. 

v After the election, if a Home Rule Petition to change the struc- 
ture of the School Committee is proposed, you will have the 
opportunity to lobby city councilors and offer input when the 
City Council holds public hearings. 

v Then, when the proposed change is sent to the Legislature, 
you will have further opportunity to respond by lobbying your 
state representative and testifying at public hearings in the State 
House. The Legislature only has the right to vote the Home 
Rule Petition up or down, but cannot change it. 


Remember, this referendum is a gauge of public opinion 
only. Express your view on November 7th! 


DEBATE ON 
SCHOOL COMMITTEE 
REFERENDUM QUESTION 


Wednesday, October 25th 
Faneuil Hall 
7pm to 9pm 


Carol Wright & Ellen Guiney 


vs 
Joyce King & Thomas O'Reilly 
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